Two more reports on the use of non-human primates for experimental procedures in medical research, published in June 2006, but written from completely different perspectives, raise many causes for concern about both the ethical acceptability and the scientific validity of using our closest relatives in this way.
Primates in Medical Research, 2 published by the Medical Research Council (MRC) and the Wellcome Trust, puts the case for using primates in a reasonable and informative way, although it is noticeable that, in a final section entitled More Information, it lists only Publications and Organisations which would be expected to support the case which has been presented.
next of kin … A Report on the Use of Primates in Experiments, 3 written by Gill Langley for the British Union for the Abolition of Vivisection and the European Coalition to End Animal Experiments, unsurprisingly covers the same ground in a very different way, and questions many of the arguments presented by the proponents of such use.
Both these reports will be reviewed in depth in a future issue of ATLA, but it is the circumstances and events around their publication on which I wish to focus in this Editorial.
Primates in Medical Research refers to an ongoing study, chaired by Sir David Weatherall, which is being conducted by the MRC and the Wellcome Trust, in conjunction with the Academy of Medical Sciences and the Royal Society. 4 This raises the question of why the MRC and the Wellcome Trust needed to publish another report at this time. Could it have been because they are concerned about what the Weatherall report might say? Or was it that they had heard that the Langley report was about to be released and wanted to make a pre-emptive strike? On the other hand, it might merely be that this is just another part of the increasingly intensive and ongoing campaign to convince the general public that the current reliance of medical research in the UK on animal procedures is, and will continue to be, absolutely necessary.
Much more worrying was the opportunity taken at the launch of Primates in Medical Research by Colin Blakemore, Chief Executive of the MRC, to claim that the possibility of using great apes in experiments should not be ruled out. According to a report in The Daily Telegraph, 5 he said: "I'm not entirely comfortable with the absolute ban on the use of great apes. If there was a new infectious disease threatening the country, for which the only test models were chimps and gorillas, I think that would lead us to reflect on that position. If you asked people whether they could imagine circumstances in which great apes should be used in experiments, I think the majority would say 'yes'." According to a report in The Times, 6 he went on to say that "There is only one very secure definition that can be made, and that is between our species and others."
A further report, in The Guardian, 7 said that Blakemore had added that the ban "had left British researchers lagging behind in understanding the roots of human language, social behaviour and selfidentity. Scientists in the US and Japan, where most research on great apes is carried out, are allowed to observe chimpanzees." This comment is especially revealing about the mind-set of the animal researcher, since observing animals, including great apes, is not banned in the UK, and can provide great depth of understanding, as Jane Goodall has shown over many years. And, by the way, they can speak, albeit in a different language from our own -and we don't need to implant electrodes in their brains to understand them and to appreciate what they have to say.
It is encouraging that Mark Walport, Director of the Wellcome Trust, and co-sponsor of Primates in Medical Research, distanced himself from Blakemore's comments, while Vicky Robinson, Chief Executive of the NC3Rs, pointed out that "the decision to ban the use of great apes in the UK is one that was reached following extensive debate." 7 Predictably, however, Blakemore was supported by Tipu Aziz, the Oxford neuroscientist and primate user, who is reported to have said that "if half of Britain were dying of a virus, you wouldn't have any qualms about using a chimpanzee or a gorilla." 7 The statements of Blakemore and Aziz are worrying from many points of view, and immediately raise
